oretical and empirical paradigm that is a going concern in US sociology in the twenty-teens. That puts it out of step with some of the most powerful intellectual streams in contemporary US sociology in which theory tends to play a more restrained, supporting role. It is this relative autonomy of the strong program in cultural sociology from the mainstream of American sociology that I want to focus on in this reflection on Jeffrey Alexander as a teacher and mentor. For it is in his role as the architect and principal engineer of a relatively autonomous intellectual program and institutional setting in a time when such spaces are not in vogue that he exerted his greatest and longest-lasting influence on myself and many others.
As important as it now seems to my own professional intellectual formation, throughout my time as Jeff's student I took it entirely for granted: an apprentice turned loose in a shop already strewn with powerful tools and excellent teachers, the rent paid, the materials to hand, and entirely unaware that the shop, the tools, and the community that brought life and purpose to it all had to be built before they could be so freely used, happily oblivious to the fact that program building, bringing an autonomous theoretical tradition into being, consists far more of the "strong and slow boring of hard boards" that Weber (1958: 128) claimed for politics than the simpler flash of a pretty argument, a 268 sociol. antropol. | rio de janeiro, v.09.01: 267 -274, jan.-apr., 2019 the relative autonomy of jeffrey alexander big book, or a widely-cited article. My purpose in this essay will be to touch on two main elements of this assiduously made relative autonomy of the strong program: its theoretical foundations and motivations, and its institutional forms.
For in thinking about Jeff as a teacher and a mentor, the specifics of what we in the strong program were and are doing and trying to do, learning and trying to learn, only seem to find their proper significance when they are accounted for as facts in the making.
I must now admit that I was (in some respects!) a poor student of my teacher. I read, knew, and found provocative and engaging Jeff's then current work, as well as earlier work that had come to be central strong program source material. I also knew that he had some kind of past theoretical connection with Parsons and neo-functionalism. It wasn't until my final year as a graduate student that I realized I might be missing something from the massive four volume work that launched Jeff's career. I was; I've done the reading now. But from the perspective of the strong program's analytical autonomy perhaps the most important point about the Theoretical Logic in Sociology series is its conviction about the deep significance of theory for sociology at a time when the discipline was falling in ever-deepening love with the middle range. And that theory-forward stance, reflected in its theoretical lineage, I think, is central to the relative autonomy of the strong program. Here's one way that Jeff has articulated his and the strong program's relationship to theory that gets at this idea. It's a long quote, and I think a revealing one:
Sociologists envy and imitate the extraordinary lucidity and realism of the hard sciences. Perhaps, if we work hard enough, we can match their ability to mirror the structure of the world. So in qualitative work we talk 'observational' methods, worry about converting impressions into field notes and generating grounded theory. In quantitative work, we diligently convert social qualities into countable things, to ensure our indicators have statistical validity and to separate spurious correlation from robust causality.
I would by no means gainsay such efforts, but I would challenge the world view of realism to which they are typically attached. An obsessive concern with observation, induction, and ref lection makes us blind to the role that moral and intellectual imagination plays in generating important sociological findings. And not just in generating findings, but in feeling and believing them to be true.
I am pointing here to the independent role of theor y, to how it comes before obser vation and interpretation. Strictly speaking, we do not obser ve actions, make records of events, or compile data about social structures. What we do is to make interpretations of actions, events, and structures in light of our theories, our presuppositions about how people act, what events are like, how social structures feel and which are most relevant.
If we say we are interpreting, then sociology is not a ref lection of reality but a construction of it -in light of theory. What we are actually doing as sociologists is making meaning. Observations provide us with ways to exemplify, specify, and revise general theoretical types. Empirical phenomena provide new notes 269 research record | matthew norton that we play on familiar chords; sometimes they provide new chords we play in a familiar key; only on the rarest of occasions do they lead us to play in a different key (Alexander, 2011: 87-88 ).
The strong program isn't a general social theory, described by Merton as "all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities of social behavior, social organization, and social change" (Merton, 1949: 39) . But that general-theory ancestry that I spent my graduate career largely ignoring is, I think, central to the autonomy of the program. The middle-range malaise is that it all-too-easily settles into an incessant rearranging of the furniture, always suited to the occasion but ultimately with- One of the things that makes the strong program in cultural sociology a program is its claim to an intellectual ground somewhere between the mercenary middle-range and true-believing paladins of this or that general theory.
Its theoretical claims to the way that meaning matters and the ways that it can, should, and should not be analyzed, are not limited to any specific swath of social life. Indeed, perhaps the main point of the strong program is that the causal significance of culture, even though now widely recognized, is still underestimated and often misunderstood. It's not a general theory, but it is an adventurous one, inviting efforts to bring its cultural sociological approach to questions and topics where culture's significance can be further teased out and analyzed, including in areas of inquiry where the salience of meaning is already well-known. And this autonomy of inquiry comes from Jeff and his fellow traveler's efforts to spin the strong program from the source material of sociology's general-theory traditions and the broader conviction that to do sociology is always to do theory. It can still speak to the middle-range, but it comes from elsewhere, and behaves accordingly. "When in Rome do as you done in Milledgeville" (to quote Geertz (2000: 72) quoting O'Connor), it turns out, is a good motto for relatively autonomous theory.
What this theoretical inheritance looks like in practice is a strong commitment by most in the strong program constellation to the centrality of theory in the conceptualization and conduct of empirical inquiry. This effort to pursue a set of concepts, mechanisms, arrangements, functions, and causes across a wide swath of empirical topics poses difficulties -e.g. consistency vs.
innovation; how much does and should the theoretical influence the empirical focus -but it also provides a resource that enables some autonomy from the way that others approach similar questions. The strong program provides an alternative ground of questions, concerns, and analytical strategies and tech- point from which to challenge, enrich, or otherwise engage with contemporary sociological debates and questions. This is only possible, though, because, on the one hand, the strong program has its roots in general theory, but, on the other, it has abjured being a general theory that may have trouble talking to any but its own partisans, in favor of becoming a theoretical perspective that is relatively autonomous, distinct but not apart. This development of its strong theoretical commitment has come through the cultivation of empirical investigations of a wide range of topics that are varied in their theoretical and analytical approaches but can nonetheless be traced back to a common trunk of strong-program theorizing and to its relationship to the great theoretical traditions of sociology. In that sense, the roots of the strong program, invisible to delinquent students who fail to read the source material, but even for those students vividly alive in their experience of the strong program as a way to think about culture and sociological analysis more generally, emerge from Jeff's earliest, most theoretically sweeping work. I don't think Jeff teaches Theoretical Logic in his classes; he didn't in any that I took at any rate. And yet, in some sense, it provides the animating spirit of the strong program, its "presuppositional assumption" (Alexander, 1982: 89) The CCS managed this through a Friday workshop series that cultivated a deliberate mix of in-house presenters -graduate students, visiting scholars, and core faculty members -and invited guests (and simultaneously provided a framework around which a community of fellowship and inquiry could flourish). Some of the invited guests were fellow travelers, but plenty were not. The visiting scholars who spent more than a Friday at the CCS were themselves an intellectually diverse group, some more closely connected to the strong program, many less so, but all incorporated into the weekly scrum in ways that fostered the balancing act of relative autonomy. Through this weekly workshop the CCS directors fostered both of the countervailing forces necessary for constituting analytical autonomy, persistent themes and regular difference. And because the Friday meeting was a workshop, usually discussing papers and chapters that had not yet been published and which were frequently in an early state, this often led to robust debates over purpose, method and theory that provided rich opportunities to consider the confluence of strong program approaches with those of other cultural sociologists, as well as their divergence. The usual procedure was to circulate one or a few papers or chapters before the Friday workshop and then to have the presenter start off with a bare fiveminute statement about the work we had read, or how it came about, and then to launch into the discussion. Similarly, for the in-house presentations, the workshop format led to robust discussions about a wide range of theoretical formulations and approaches that helped to drive innovation and theoretical consolidation, as well as to provide a constant infusion of new methodological and theoretical thinking about the program, its direction, its possibilities, its contradictions, and its relationship to other ways of doing cultural sociology.
I loved the CCS workshop from the start, and knew it was the centerpiece of my graduate education. But I never wondered for a moment at its very existence and thus never spared a thought for the point that I want to make here: it was through the active and creative effort of Jeff and the other directors that this important institutional manifestation of the strong program's autonomy existed at all. Apart from any issues involving the autonomy of the program, it was during that workshop that I learned to do sociology and developed the habits of writing and thinking that I now rely on daily and that were the most valuable thing I learned as Jeff's student -the workshop taught it to me in ways an advisor never could. 272 sociol. antropol. | rio de janeiro, v.09.01: 267 -274, jan.-apr., 2019 the relative autonomy of jeffrey alexander All of which is to say, it was only after leaving that I became better able to notice the intellectual and institutional architecture that made the sort of sociology I learned to do as a student in the Yale Center for Cultural Sociology possible. To talk about what it was like to be one of Jeff's students, at least for me, is impossible without talking about this theoretical and institutional infrastructure that he and others assembled. It was a sphere for the production of a specific sort of sociological meaning centered around taking an often undervalued interpretive and theory-forward approach to the sociological analysis of the symbolic dimensions of human social life. It was also, though, a sphere of inquiry that was generous enough in its scope not to constrain and robust enough 
